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NEUTRALIZATION OF /a/ AND /e/ 
IN HITTITE AND BALTIC 


Every structural linguist assumes that ancient writing systems 
which seem to represent the sounds of a language are in the final 
analysis attempts to render the phonemic system of that language. 
A student of such ancient languages must be on guard against 
a myriad of complications. The number of symbols may be (and 
usually is) quite different from the number of phonemes. One can 
imagine the amazement of a future linguist if he were to try to 
phonemicize English on the basis of its writing system. Take for 
example the phoneme /3/ which is represented by ten different 
symbols (or combinations of symbols): shoe, schist, sure, machine, 
issue, mission, vicfous, conscientious, anxious!. Similar examples 
could easily be found in other European languages, although 
perhaps English is known for its orthographic vagaries more 
than most languages. Then again a single symbol or set of sym- 
bols may function for two phonemes. Thus in English, ortho- 
graphic #4 represents either the voiced dental spirant as in ¢hy or 
the voiceless dental spirant as in ¢#igh. In English other distinc- 
tive features such as stress and pitch are not noted at all. If 
such problems would arise for a future analyst of written English, 
similar problems must be expected by students of ancient lan- 
guages who deal with writing systems much less suited for repre- 
senting phonemic systems than the Latin alphabet. 

But in addition to the problem of the determination of the 
phonemic system, there is also the problem of determining points 
of neutralization of phonemic contrasts. A contrast found in one 
phonemic environment may not exist in another environment. 
For example, the contrast between voiced and voiceless conso- 
nants is neutralized in word final position in Russian and German. 


: H. G. Lunt, Old Church Slavonic Phonemes, in « Word », 8 (1952), p. 7. 
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Russian pyl * ardor” is clearly different from 4y/ ‘ was’, but the 
final sounds of 505 ‘bean’ (phonemically /bop/) and mikroskop 
‘microscope’ are identical. Russian /a/ and /o/ are separate 
phonemes only in the stressed syllable. Russian gorod ‘ city’ 
is phonemically /górat/, phonetically [górot], but goroda ‘ cities’ 
is phonemically /garadá/, phonetically [goradá]. In unstressed 
syllables the contrast between /o/ and /a/ in Russian is neu- 
tralized in favor of /a/. 

In standard Lithuanian the orthography is somewhat mis- 
leading because the letter e following a consonant represents the 
same phoneme as 72 following a consonant. Thus orthographic 
ne and nía both represent /he/, i.e. a palatalized consonant fol- 
lowed by a vowel. Phonemically /a/ is possible only initially or 
after an unpalatalized consonant. The phoneme /e/ on the other 
hand is possible only initially or after a palatalized consonant. 
Since in principle Lithuanian consonants exist in two phonemic 
varieties, i.e. palatalized and unpalatalized the contrast between 
[e] and /a/ is only possible in word initial position. An indi- 
vidual examining Lithuanian texts without any knowledge of the 
spoken language would surely have difficulty in ascertaining that 
laf and fef contrast only in initial position, although even 
here there is vacillation, cf. Old Lithuanian es ‘I’, but modern 
Lithuanian as “id.”, eheté and aketé ‘ ice-hole’ etc.*. The con- 
trast between /e/ and /a/ is very precarious in Lithuanian and 
Old Prussian 2. 

But the archiphoneme, i.e. that sound which exists in position 
of neutralization may stand phonetically somewhere between the 
two phonemes. The example usually cited is taken from English 
where the contrast between the voiced and voiceless consonants 
is neutralized after /s/. The /p/ of spzf is voiceless like the /p/ 
of pit, but it is also unaspirated like the /b/ of bit. When a 
sound is to be represented in a position of neutralization a scribe 
may well be in doubt as to which symbol to use. 


x For more examples cf. Fraenkel, Litauisches etymologisches Worterbuch, 
Heidelberg, Góttingen 1955 and ff., pp. 117-125. 

2 W. R. Schmalstieg, The Phonemes of the Old Prussian Enchiridion, 
in « Word », 20 (1964), pp. 211-221 and The Alternation efa in Old Prussian: 
A Phonemic Interpretation, in «AION-L », 1 (1959), pp. 191-195. 
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When one considers the Hittite vacillation between e and a 
one should be extremely cautious. In the first place, the well- 
known lack of e-valued signs must be taken into consideration !. 
In the second place there exists the possibility of neutralization 
of phonemic contrasts. It may be that /e/ and /a/ contrasted 
in only one set of environments, but that elsewhere the contrast 
was neutralized. In case of such a neutralization the scribe would 
not know whether to use the sign containing a or e. 

To judge by the orthography the Hittite vocalic system (diph- 
thongs apart as being merely combinations of the simple vowels) 
must have been as pictured below 2: 


u 
e a 


In other words there were two types of vocalic contrast, a 
contrast of height and a contrast of front vs. back. Or to put 
this in terms of acoustic distinctive features we have compact vs. 
diffuse (i.e. a contrast of sonority, the acoustic counterpart of 
height) and a contrast of acute vs. grave (i.e. a contrast of tona- 
lity, the acoustic counterpart of front vs. back). Although there 
were four vowels there were only two distinctive features involved. 
The four vowels can be defined in terms of the distinctive fea- 
tures: /i/ = high, front (diffuse, acute); /e/ = low, front (com- 
pact, acute); /a/ = low, back (compact, grave); /u/ = high, 
back (diffuse, grave). The contrasts in sonority (i.e. vocalic height) 
are more basic than contrasts in tonality (i.e. front vs. back). 
Thus Charles Hockett says: « All known vowel systems involve 
contrasts of tongue height »3. Therefore in case there is neutra- 
lization of a phonemic contrast it is more likely to be a neutra- 
lization of tonality (i.e. front vs. back) than of sonority (vowel 
height). In a rectangular vocalic system the high, back vowel 


1 H. Kronasser, Etymologie der hethitischen Sprache, Vol. I, Wiesbaden, 
1962, p. 9. 

2 According to E. Sturtevant, Did Hittite Have Phonemes e and o?, in 
« Language », 18 (1942), p. 192, «...at the time when Hittite was reduced to 
writing it had four vowels: z, e, a, and u». Perhaps Sturtevant is right 
in suggesting that, at the time the tablets were inscribed, e had merged with 
î, but this problem does not concern us directly here. 

3 A Course in Modern Linguistics, New York 1958, p. 95. 
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is usually rounded as well. Thus if neutralization is to occur in 
such a system, one would expect it between the two low vowels 
Jaf and jej. A similar phenomenon is found in Common East 
Baltic which also had a four-vowel system and in which there 
was also neutralization of the /e/ vs. /a/ contrast in certain 
positions 1. 

What are possible phonetic environments leading to such 
neutralization ? 


1. In Hittite a neutralization of the /a/-/e/ contrast seems 
fairly well assured before the consonants /l, r, m, nf. If /e/ 
passed to /a/ in such an environment then the groups */el, er, 
em, en/ became impossible. Thus no contrast in that position 2. 

2. The umlaut or vowel assimilation theory is fairly well 
discredited nowadays. According to this theory, if there is one 
syllable in a word which is fronted, all of the syllables in the 
same word will be fronted, whereas if one syllable is backed, all 
the preceding syllables will be backed, at least for the low 
vowels. Now if some one syllable is the determining factor, 
then the vowel in the other syllable is automatic and does 
not constitute a phonemically contrastive element. Rather it 
is the archiphoneme depending upon the determining syllable 
for its quality. 

3. In many languages the stressed vowel system shows 
more phonemic contrasts than the unstressed vowel system. Thus 
we have seen the example of Russian where /a/ and /o/ only 
contrast under stress. Let us suppose that in Hittite /a/ and 
Je] only contrasted in tonic (and post-tonic [?]) syllables. In 
unstressed position the scribe could write either /af or /e/ with- 
out endangering the communicative possibilities3. The Hittite 


1 W. R. Schmalstieg, The Vocalic Distinctive Features of Common East 
Baltic, in the «Metrastis » of the Lituanistikos institutas (to appear). 

2 H. Kronasser, Vergleichende Laut- und Formenlehre des Hethitischen, 
Heidelberg, 1956, p. 38 and E, H. Sturtevant and E. A. Hahn, 4 Compara- 
tive Grammar of the Hittite Language, Revised Edition, New Haven and London 
1951, p. 18. 

3 The fact that stress is not marked is not to be surprised at. Even in 
languages where stress has a heavy phonemic burden such as English it goes 
unmarked. 
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verb offers some interesting evidence. It is usually supposed 
that the Indo-European zero-grade ablaut is the result of a lack 
of stress. I suggest the possibility that verbs with an initial e- 
in Hittite lost this initial vowel completely when it was not stress- 
ed, e.g. *epánti ‘ they take’ *pánte. A root with a single consonant 
was felt to be insufficiently marked and the initial e~ was then 
added analogically. Such an analogical substitution has its paral- 
lel in Baltic where we find Lith. ¿same ‘we are’ with initial e- 
on analogy with est ‘Iam’. Skt. retains the original distribution 
dsmi ‘I am’ but smá% ‘we are’. Since the zero grade is the 
result of the loss of stress one can also reconstruct the forms (here 
I use ’ to mark position of stress rather than to differentiate cunei- 
form symbols): (full grade) Auéunir ‘they struck’, kuérir ‘ they 
cut’ (past) as opposed to (zero grade) kunánzi ‘they strike’, 
kuránzi ‘they cut’ (present). One might then compare the pa- 
rallel forms ¢ppir ‘they took’, ékuer ‘they drank’ with appdnzi 
‘they take’ and akuwénzi ‘they drink”Y. The vacillation be- 
tween e and a in initial position is then explained as the result 
of a neutralization of the contrast of Je] vs. Ja] in the unstressed 
syllable. In monosyllabic words or particles of one kind or another 
the stress may be absent completely. Perhaps ratta derives 
from */ne-ta [? When the contrast between /e/ and /a/ is neu- 
tralized one would expect the vocal organs to be in a position 
requiring little articulatory effort, a position which would tend 
to produce a sound closer to /a/ than to /e/. 

4. It is curious to note that the verbal thematic vowel 
has been leveled out in all the satam languages. In Indo-Ira- 
nian, of course, the reason for this is the complete merger of 
Indo-European */e/ and */o/. In Balto-Slavic the reason is 
the partial merger of Indo-European */e/ and */o/ after pala- 
talized consonants. In Slavic only an /e/ was possible in such 
a position and in Baltic only an /a/?. Could the contrast be- 
tween /e/ and /a/ have been neutralized in Hittite after /j/ or 
a palatalized consonant ? The older distribution of —e and —o 


: H. Kronasser, Etymologie ..., p. 21. 

2 W. R. Schmalstieg, A Balto-Slavic Structural Parallelism, in « Word», 
20 (1964), pp. 35-39, and The Baltic Thematic Vowel Reconsidered, in « Lingua », 
12 (1963), pp. 217-219. 
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in the Hittite verbal thematic vowel has been lost. There is a 
tendency to write —ya— as — or -e-, although apparently this is 
related to the tendency to write wa, we, and wz as u or 4%. It 
is interesting to note that Kronasser says, « Die alte Verteilung 
des Bindevokals — o vor Nasal (1. und 3. pl.), sonst e (= heth. 
ale) — ist im Heth. wegen des fakultativen Wandels von e zu a 
gestört »?. If one accepts structural linguistic principles such 
a statement could only be interpreted as proposing either (a) 
that 4 and e were confused in the orthography or (b) that they 
were confused under certain conditions in the phonemic system, 
i.e. in a position of neutralization. Might there have been pala- 
talization of consonants in Hittite (as in Balto-Slavic)? There 
seems to be little evidence for palatalization, but one can point 
to the assibilation of */t/ before */i/, cf. afanzi, etc. And if Hittite 
Ssiu(n)- ‘god’ and Siwatt- ‘day’ come from the Indo-European 
root *dyéu-, it is likely that Hittite initial $-, at least before £ 
may denote a phoneme /z/ or /Z/ which had its origin in a 
palatalized dental 3. It is interesting to see that Benveniste even 
draws a parallel with Russian where the passage of *dy > ž is 
attested. 


I propose then, that the contrast between /e/ and /a/ may 
have been neutralized in unstressed syllables and after palata- 
lized consonants and /j/. In such cases a vacillation between 
the orthographic e and a is to be expected, although perhaps 
after /j/ and palatalized consonants one might be inclined to 
expect the fronted e (or 7?) and in unstressed position perhaps 
the more central a. 

It is frequently pointed out that the number of stop conso- 
nants in Hittite seems very low and numerous suggestions have 
been made concerning other types of contrasts which were not 
represented. Perhaps e and æ carried some phonemic information 
about the preceding consonant. (The parallel with Russian ortho- 
graphy where vowel letters denote the presence or absence of 
palatalization in the preceding consonant is obvious). e might 


1 H. Kronasser, Vergleichende..., p. 52. 
2 Ibid., p. 178. 
3 É. Benveniste, Hittite et indo-européen, Paris 1962, pp. 8-9. 
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have denoted palatalization of the preceding consonant, whereas 
a might have denoted the plain consonant. There may have been 
pharyngalization of consonants (as in the Semitic languages) or 
glottalization (as in some Caucasian languages). e might have 
denoted the plain consonant whereas a the pharyngalized or glot- 
talized consonant. 

In sum it seems that Indo-Europeanists would do well to 
avoid making too much of the difference between e and « in 
Hittite. 


William R. Schmalstieg 
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